[A short history of anti-rheumatic therapy - VI. Rheumatoid arthritis drugs].
The treatment of rheumatoid arthritis traditionally includes symptomatic drugs, showing a prompt action on pain and inflammation, but without any influence on disease progression, and other drugs that could modify the disease course and occasionally induce clinical remission (DMARDs or disease modifying anti-rheumatic drugs). This review describes the historical steps that led to the use of the main DMARDs in rheumatoid arthritis, such as gold salts, sulphasalazine, chloroquine and hydroxychloroquine, D-penicillamine, and other immunoactive drugs, including methotrexate, azathioprine, cyclosporin and leflunomide. The historical evolution of use of these drugs is then discussed, including the strategy of progressive ("therapeutic pyramid") or of more aggressive treatment, through the simultaneous use of two or more DMARDs ("combination therapy").